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THE TRANSLATOR’S INVISIBILITY:
HANDLING IRONY
J. Michael Walton
Most translators of Greek drama would agree that different principles apply to the 
translation of comedy and tragedy. But what of those lighter moments to be found 
in Aeschylus and Sophocles, and the outright comic aspects of much of Euripides? 
Tragic irony is usually easy to spot, but is the same true of Euripides for whom 
palpable parody of Aeschylus may suggest that a similar tone should be found else-
where in his plays to represent his perceived iconoclasm. Is the danger in making 
decisions about comic irony that they will determine the translator’s interpretation 
and dictate it to readers, directors and performers?
 q
All translation from one language to another comes down to equiva-lence. Definition of that term depends primarily on the nature of the material. There is not much arguing with the proposition that 
any sort of medical procedure or mathematical premise requires word-for-
word accuracy as an essential. When it comes to a haiku or concrete poetry, 
a more complicated equivalence will come into play, relegating the literal in 
favor of the “spirit” of the original. By and large, though, translation of cre-
ative material, prose or verse, involves the direct relationship of source and 
target. Translation of a play has a different dimension. What might seem to 
be source and target are no more than intermediate positions from which 
the creative elements of live dramatic performance––involving director, de-
signers, performers––fashion something for the true target, the audience 
(Walton, “Enough Give in It” 153-67). The same extended relationship, I 
would argue, relates to a play on the page where allowance for creative po-
tential may remind the reader that a drama has a more protean nature than 
to be confined under the signature of a translator with a personal agenda. 
This is a central argument against translators, except for indicating entrances 
and exits, inserting or inventing stage directions, or worse, attempting, as 
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in many American translations of Roman Comedy, to prescribe a defini-
tive production.1 For all the need to recognize and even draw attention to 
performance writing, providing solutions to questions of staging is not the 
translator’s job. It leads to an inflexible idea of what the original playwright 
had in mind and translates up to that. The real task of the dramatic transla-
tor, I have elsewhere maintained, is less to interpret the text than to identify 
alternatives or possibilities in the source; to open the play up rather than 
close it down. Anything else is an original work, “based on ...,” “a version of 
...,” or “adapted from ...” 
This is no bad thing in itself. Ancient myths provide a shorthand exposi-
tion without necessarily dictating a conclusion or means of reaching it. The 
Greek tragedians returned to legend time and again, not to plagiarize or imi-
tate their predecessors, but to find a different slant on an apparently familiar 
story and challenge audience expectation. Over the centuries, since the first 
translations of Greek plays, arguably into Latin, there have been hundreds 
of similar “versions” of old stories with classical settings, adapted with their 
new audience as the main target.2  
This plea for neutrality or anonymity in translation, as opposed to in ad-
aptation, is not to downgrade the translators’ function and skill—quite the 
opposite. It is to acknowledge their need for a deep understanding of the 
dramaturgy to be found in the original, as well as the conditions for which 
the playwrights were creating their work. The Greeks wrote for masked ac-
tors, for a civic and religious event, an open-air theatre, and in competition. 
That is the culture of which the translator needs to take note and for which 
a full cultural equivalence is desirable. Few would any longer dispute that 
archaeological reconstruction of an ancient play in performance would serve 
no purpose unless you could similarly reconstruct the mindset of the audi-
ence the playwright had in mind. Self-evidently, this is impossible in the light 
of the accumulated experience of artistic and socio-political attitude forged 
by the passage of time and circumstance. Even a revival of Aeschylus’ Or-
esteia later in the fifth century BC, after his death, must have acquired new 
resonances, political as well as dramatic.
While still believing that anything claiming to be a “translation” requires 
a background in the source language as well as the target, I have to confess 
1. For possible exceptions where the translator is also the director, or the translation is aimed 
at a specifi c actor, see Walton (2007) 93-120. See also the Preface to Fischer-Lichte’s Dionysus 
Resurrected: Performances of Euripides’ The Bacchae in a Globalized World for the position 
that all “translation” is “adaptation.”
2. Terence’s prologues are largely taken up with identifying what might constitute homage to, 
what plagiarism from, Greek Middle and New Comedy. Parochial rivalries and general bitchi-
ness are more in evidence than academic argument. Seneca’s tragedies are barely stageable and 
seldom staged. Though his infl uence on Renaissance tragedy is considerable, any resemblance 
to Greek tragedy may be regarded as superfi cial.
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that, in the current climate of theatre practice and cross-cultural reference, it 
is more difficult to reconcile faithfulness to the original with the demands of 
drama as a living art laying claim to a place in any modern repertoire.3 With 
this admission comes a growing hesitation about either the possibility or the 
desirability of this “neutrality.” Although one obligation on today’s transla-
tor may still be to preserve the integrity of an original work, the pull between 
translation identifying the atmosphere of a play and honoring its versatility is 
complex. Ambiguity for its own sake is no great virtue and a decision that the 
translator cannot ignore is tone: tone of character, tone of scene, and tone 
of dialogue. The tragic and the comic for the Greeks were terms defining 
occasion as well as content, but what develops during the fifth century BC is 
tragedy, and subsequently comedy, based on the blurring of the difference 
between the two, in favor of the principles Aristotle will later identify as 
anagnorisis (“recognition of the truth”) and peripeteia (“reversal of expecta-
tion”). When it comes to tone the translator simply cannot avoid declaring a 
preference. It is here that the question of irony becomes significant. Trans-
lating irony is where the translator is forced into making personal choices.  It 
is at the implications of this at which the present article is aimed.
The Greek word eirôneia means “pretence” or “dissimulation,” or “feign-
ing ignorance in order to deceive”; the method used by Socrates and the 
word used by Plato in The Republic, in the mouth of the teacher of rhetoric 
Thrasymachus (337a). In Aristophanes’ Clouds, the eirôn is one of a whole 
group of shifty characters whom Strepsiades hopes to emulate by enrolling 
at Socrates’ academy. Jeffrey Henderson brilliantly translates him there as a 
“double-talker” (449). In today’s usage the word “irony” has the overtone of 
apparent declaration of the opposite as a means of mockery, and, not infre-
quently, as a defense against accusations of political incorrectness. In a dra-
matic context, its most frequent use is when the audience has a different take 
on what is being said from what one or more of the characters is actually 
saying. It engages overview and subtext, not uncommonly for comic effect.
If Aeschylus ever did describe his plays as temachê tôn Homêrou deipnôn, 
“offcuts from the feasts of Homer,” as Athenaeus claimed in his Deipno-
sophists (8.347e), it is likely that he was referring to more than the plots of 
his tragedies. Most of his plays, extant or lost, appear to have only a tenu-
ous association with either The Iliad or The Odyssey. Indeed, from all the 
surviving thirty-three Greek tragedies, the action of only Euripides’ Cyclops 
(counting the satyr play as part of a tragic diet) and Rhesus are set within the 
action of either epic. Agamemnon, Menelaus, Ajax, Helen, and, of course, 
the arch-ironist Odysseus, appear in plenty of cast-lists, the nuances of their 
characters determined or adjusted to suit a variety of theatrical situations. 
3. This is in the face of Brian Logan’s depressing assumption in an article in The Guardian of 
“the now established fact that translators don’t have to speak the original language” (qtd. in 
Walton, Found in Translation 179-81).
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What Aeschylus inherits from Homer, and Sophocles and Euripides devel-
op, each following his own theatrical star, is a dramatic structure which bal-
ances action with interaction, instinct with contemplation, the serious with 
the relaxed, knowledge with ignorance, the sublime with the ridiculous: thus, 
“irony.”
Any kind of narrative performance from bardic recitation to Broadway 
comedy needs contrasts of tempo and mood, imposed by poet or dramatist. 
Homer knew it; Aeschylus relied on it for his “offcuts,” his light and shade. 
In The Iliad, it might be the gods, on battlefield or Olympus, Thersites, or 
Hector with his wife and baby; in The Odyssey, Penelope, Circe, Nausicaa 
or the returning hero’s old dog. The fifth- and fourth-century dramatists in-
tersperse dialogue sequences with choral interludes, placing the action on 
hold. Aeschylus introduces The Oresteia with the Watchman and his human 
reaction to his cold and lonely vigil. The entry of the title character in Ag-
amemnon is further delayed by a Messenger’s rehearsing the discomforts 
of life for a common soldier, which precedes the king’s return home in tri-
umph. In Choephori, the bloody revenge narrative is interrupted for a Nurse 
to recall Orestes as an incontinent baby. Sophocles and Euripides expand 
their dramatic rhythm with such contrasts, nicely judged to accord with how 
audiences need time to relax and to catch up, what is usually described as 
“thinking-time.” The issue is how translators should match a contemporary 
adjustment of language to occasion, often more difficult in moments of re-
laxed tension.
In most dramatic situations, either one or more characters know something 
that the audience does not yet know, or the audience knows something of 
which the characters, or some of them, are unaware. The dramatic engage-
ment revolves around this prior knowledge and its revelation. Sometimes 
this happens via a process of deception, sometimes by accident, sometimes 
from the entry of a new character with new information which may be a sur-
prise to the audience as well as to the characters. It all amounts to the emo-
tional and atmospheric juggling of good playmaking. In Aeschylus’ Oresteia, 
Agamemnon does not know that Clytemnestra is preparing to murder him. 
Nor do the Chorus, though they reckon that something worrying is going 
on. Cassandra does know because of her special gift, or curse. The audience 
knows too, at least as many of them as know their mythology, which is prob-
ably all of them. In Choephori, Orestes lets the audience know immediately 
that he intends to kill his mother, and brings in Electra and the Chorus as 
co-conspirators. Clytemnestra is told that Orestes is dead. She believes it 
until after Aegisthus has been killed and her son confronts her with the truth 
and a sword. 
This game of “who knows what and when” is part of the dramatic structure 
credited to Aeschylus—obvious though it now seems. Dozens of past crit-
ics have identified the different approaches of the three Greek tragedians 
through their handling of the Electra story. Cassandra in Agamemnon serves 
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as a paradigm, aware of the truth but aware, equally, that no one will believe 
her. Sophocles’ Electra, covering the same ground as Choephori, has the au-
dience ahead of the game with the question of who knows what, complicated 
by Electra’s sister Chrysothemis, and the Tutor as a false messenger with his 
pretend funeral urn. Theatrical impact is enhanced by Electra’s ignorance 
of Orestes’ identity until halfway through the play, the reversed order of the 
murders of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, and the climactic scene with the 
delayed revelation of the dead body of Clytemnestra by Aegisthus, the only 
person who still believes it is the dead Orestes under the sheet. 
Euripides plays even more on the deceit and revelation motif in his Electra 
with the murders of Aegisthus, while playing the good host, and Clytem-
nestra, behaving like a concerned grandmother who has come to help her 
daughter after childbirth. All such examples can come under the blanket 
definition of “irony”; a device employed differently, but with developing sub-
tlety, by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. The question is how far does 
the modern translator give the game away without making the characters 
absurdly stupid? Further, may it be necessary to translate the same Greek 
word in Aeschylus and Euripides with different words in English because of 
the change of context and tone? How does the translator gauge the nuance 
of what is being said when the context may be on a sliding scale from truth to 
outright lie? The audience being ahead of the characters, or of a single char-
acter making a revelation of which the audience was not previously aware, is 
just as much the grammar of comedy as of tragedy. There may be moments 
in a tragedy that are for comic effect or in a comedy that are to make a seri-
ous point. All this dramatic sleight-of-hand over who knows what, and when, 
and why, is at the root of dramatic irony, especially in Euripides. In Eurip-
ides it becomes a major translation issue. 
In Bacchae, Pentheus, seduced by Dionysus into dressing up as a woman, 
has the following exchange with the god before his exit to witness the Bac-
chants on Cithaeron:
DIONYSOS: epou de; pompos eim’egô sôtêrios,
keithen d’apaxeis s’allos ...
PENTHEUS:. hê tekousa ge.
DIONYSOS:. episêmon onta pasin.
PENTHEUS:. epi tod’ erchomai.
DIONYSOS:. pheromenos hêxeis ...
PENTHEUS:. habrotêt’ emên legeis.
DIONYSOS:. en chersi mêtros.
PENTHEUS:. kai trophan m’anagkaseis.
DIONYSOS:. truphas ge toiasd’.
PENTHEUS:. axiôn men haptomai (lines 965-970)
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The new Oxford translation by Reginald Gibbons and Charles Segal (2009) 
offers the following:
DIONYSOS:. Follow me—I’ll escort you
. . To salvation. But someone else will bring you back ...
PENTHEUS:. ... She who gave birth to me.
DIONYSOS:. You’ll be remarkable to everyone ... 
PENTHEUS:. That’s why I’m going.
DIONYSOS:. You will be carried home ... 
PENTHEUS:. …It’s soft delight you speak of!
DIONYSOS:. ...in your mother’s arms.
PENTHEUS:. You’ll force me to be spoiled.
DIONYSOS:. Yes, true spoiling.
PENTHEUS:. But I only claim my due.4  
The reason for some of Pentheus’ lines being italicized is not explained, but 
otherwise the translation is fairly literal, including the juxtaposition of truphan 
and truphas, “spoiled” and “spoiling.” The greatest linguistic purist could hard-
ly take exception. Anyone dramatically aware might well have reservations. 
This contrast is hardly easy on the ear. The general editors of Oxford’s The 
Complete Euripides, Peter Burian and Alan Shapiro (2009), repeat in the Fore-
word to each of the five volumes the words of William Arrowsmith, Founding 
General Editor of the series: “The Greek Tragedy in New Translations is based 
on the conviction that poets like Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides can only 
be properly rendered by translators who are themselves poets.”5 The problem 
with isolating this priority is that it relegates Euripides as a dramatist below 
Euripides as a poet, something strange in the light of Arrowsmith’s own posi-
tion as among the first to appreciate Euripides as a maker of plays. Here is 
Arrowsmith’s own (1959) translation of this scene:
DIONYSOS:. I shall lead you safely there;
... someone else shall bring you back.
PENTHEUS:. Yes, my mother.
DIONYSOS:. An example to all men.
PENTHEUS:. It is for that I go.
DIONYSOS:. You will be carried home––
PENTHEUS:. O luxury!
4. Burian and Shapiro, Vol. 4, 2009. The translation copyright date is listed as 2000 and the 
line numbers alongside the text differ from the Greek text. The Oxford Euripides in 5 volumes 
(2009-2011) has over twenty translators or co-translators and incorporates a number of transla-
tors from earlier times.
5. ibid and passim. 
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DIONYSOS:. cradled in your mother’s arms.
PENTHEUS:. You will spoil me.
DIONYSOS:. I mean to spoil you
PENTHEUS:. I go to my reward. 
I have few doubts over which of these actors would prefer; or an audience.6 
This whole scene in Euripides made many earlier translators of Bacchae 
uneasy, primarily for the unavoidable black comedy of the situation, with 
Pentheus in drag and treating his costume and prop as though he were at a 
dress-rehearsal; which, of course, he is.7 Five years earlier than Arrowsmith 
came Philip Vellacott’s translation (1954) for Penguin Books:
DIONYSOS:. Come; I will see you safely there; another shall 
bring you home.
PENTHEUS:. You mean my mother?
DIONYSOS:. A sight for all to see.
PENTHEUS:. It is for that I am going.
DIONYSOS:. You will be carried home –
PENTHEUS:. What splendour that will be!
DIONYSOS:. – in your mother’s arms.
PENTHEUS:. Why, you make a weakling of me!
DIONYSOS:. That is – one way of putting it.
PENTHEUS:. Yet it is what I deserve.8  
How you react to such a conversational tone, and the substitution of an Eng-
lish double-entendre for the Greek wordplay depends largely on how prosy 
you feel that a translation of Euripides may be, and how poetic you find that 
of Gibbons and Segal. What is of special interest here is the background and 
subsequent investigation of the translation process from Vellacott himself. The 
dramatic point behind these lines is that the entire play can be seen to func-
tion as an investigation of the theatre process, and Dionysus as a character is 
sharing a joke, possibly with the Chorus, but certainly with the audience. The 
challenge for the translator of Euripides is to spot other occasions when this 
happens in a playwright whose awareness of dramatic irony has been so finely 
honed. Vellacott was one of the earliest to face this challenge.
6. I had no hesitation over choosing this translation for my own production of The Bacchae 
with the University of Denver’s professional theatre company in 1972. William Arrowsmith’s 
justly celebrated “You will spoil me./ I mean to spoil you.” catches so well the tone of the origi-
nal that I felt forced, in my own subsequent translation, into ducking the repetition in favor of 
the gag “You will ruin me./You could say that.” (Walton 1988).
7. See Walton (2006) 124-25 for various translations from Milman to Woodruff.
8. Vellacott’s The Bacchae and Other Plays was also replaced recently by John Davie, 2005.
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A respectable and respected classical scholar with a rare gift for dialogue, 
Vellacott, who died in 1997, was head of both Classics and Drama at the 
English public (fee-paying) school, Dulwich College, founded in 1619 by the 
Elizabethan actor Edward Alleyn. Vellacott translated all of Aeschylus and 
most of Euripides for Penguin Books in the fifties and sixties. The publish-
ers chose him precisely because of his being able to make his translations 
read and sound like dramatic texts. Subsequently, in 1967, he took on all 
that at that time existed of Menander’s Samia, two years before the almost 
complete text first emerged. Sophocles and Oedipus followed in 1971 and his 
groundbreaking Ironic Drama: A Study of Euripides’ Method and Meaning 
four years after that. 
This critical work had an opening chapter entitled “The Claim to Inter-
pret,” in which Vellacott gave an account of, and justification for, his ap-
plication of the term “ironic” as applied to Euripides’ tragedies: “It may be 
that what I am calling irony is simply the gap which must exist in the work 
of every profound and creative dramatist between what he knows he has 
put into a scene and what he knows most of his audience will receive from 
it” (Ironic Drama 49). Later in the book, writing about Orestes, he asked of 
Helen, to whom he devoted a whole chapter in her various stage appear-
ances: “What qualities has Helen shown? Warmth, sensitiveness, sympathy, 
a need for friendship, a mature graciousness” (62); he described Alcestis as 
“a play about a good husband and an admirable marriage” (105); and he 
wrote of the Old Man in Euripides’ Electra, who brings news of a visita-
tion to Agamemnon’s tomb that might mean Orestes has returned, as “loyal, 
gentle and sympathetic” (218).
I have no disagreement with such a decisive critical standpoint, of which, if 
it be a fault, I plead as guilty in much of Euripides Our Contemporary.9 But a 
case can equally be made from the original text of Euripides for Helen being 
a shallow vamp; the Old Man a bloodthirsty dolt; and the marriage of Adme-
tus and Alcestis as sham as that of Torvald and Nora in A Doll’s House. This 
is fine. This is dramatic criticism where speculation goes with the territory 
because no great play is defined by a single interpretation. If it were, there 
would never be the need for a new production. Such speculation, and it is 
only speculation, about character and motive may well seem of greater value 
in appraising the “tone” of a play than is to be found in linguistic minutiae 
or poetic preference. 
The plausibility of a translation is not the same and depends, in Vella-
cott’s case, on being convinced by his dramatic instinct which, it has to be 
admitted, was sometimes fallible.10 In his search for hidden (and therefore 
9. Walton (2009)
10. In his translation of the fragments of Menander’s Samia, Vellacott made a serious mis-
calculation in the allocation of the lines by failing to spot the presence of a third speaking 
character during Demeas’ rejection of Chrysis (1967).
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ironic) meaning, he developed a growing conviction that in Sophocles’ Oedi-
pus Tyrannus, Oedipus is fully aware that he killed Laius and that Jocasta is 
his mother. And Jocasta is as sure of it as he is. The whole play is not about 
the revelation of an unforeseen past, but the dismantling of the cover-up. 
He first offered this new interpretation in a BBC broadcast, reprinted in 
The Listener of March 26, 1964. A book followed with the thesis expanded, 
Sophocles and Oedipus: A Study of Oedipus Tyrannus With a New Translation 
(1971), and two later studies (1991 and 1993, see bibliography), advancing his 
reasoning, but falling ever further into the trap of seeking an ironic subtext 
so arcane that, however plausible the argument might appear on paper (and 
that is not very), it would be virtually impossible to convey to an audience. 
Oedipus Tyrannus does contain apparent inconsistencies of detail, but only if 
it is approached without accepting its own terms of reference. Searching for 
irony in a play has limitations for the critic. For the translator they become 
pitfalls. Vellacott, to his credit, produced not one but two translations of Oe-
dipus Tyrannus that were not terminally influenced by his idée fixe.11
Vellacott’s translations of Euripides and his Introductions to the various 
Penguin volumes still represent a major contribution to making this most 
controversial of playwrights visible first and foremost as a dramatic innovator. 
He also faced up to confronting situations, or simply remarks, which contain 
the essence of the ironic method. Two small instances show how complicated 
this may be, especially when a decision must be made over how comic a mo-
ment should be for the audience which may not be so for the characters. It is 
impossible to deny that elsewhere in Euripides there is barely a play without 
comic sequences: the Chorus in Ion admiring the set because it is “just like 
in Athens,” or Ion himself thinking he is being propositioned by a visitor to 
the oracle at Delphi who has been told that the first person he meets after 
leaving the shrine will be his son; the “double takes” (so easy in a mask) 
of Helen and Menelaus reunited in Helen in circumstances that neither of 
them could have anticipated; Peleus in Andromache taking on, and seeing 
off, Menelaus in defense of the name character; Athene in Rhesus disguising 
her voice so as to pretend to be Aphrodite, and fool Paris.12  
These are easy to spot and hardly contentious, but returning to Electra 
offers a moment where a decision must be made about the state of mind of 
the title character. Orestes has slipped across the border with Pylades to try 
11. Sophocles and Oedipus contains two separate translations on either side of the page, one 
“as literal as possible,” the other “in a style which does not forget that the work is both a poem 
and a play” (ix). Oedipus and Apollo seems never to have been published, though two copies 
are lodged in the Harvard University Library, perhaps privately published. I do know a draft 
text of this from 1988, having been a reader for a British publisher who subsequently rejected 
the manuscript.
12. Vellacott, in Ironic Drama: A Study of Euripides’ Method and Meaning, chose to ignore both 
Cyclops and Rhesus, though inclusion of either might have added to his argument.
tefxos 22-2014.indd   151 18/02/2015   11:43:08
/ 152 / J. Michael Walton
and find out what has happened to his sister. Electra has been married off to 
the Farmer and has gone to a spring to fetch water, though her husband tells 
her she has no need to do so. Orestes and Pylades catch sight of her coming 
back with a pitcher on her head and assume that she is a slave, except that 
she has the line “Take this vessel from my head so that I may lament my 
father as I do at dawn” (Vellacott, Ironic Drama 140-42). She may be doing 
a slave’s job, but apparently she has a slave. There are a number of ways this 
can be addressed, but the translator can hardly avoid choosing one of them. 
It may be that, as her husband has suggested, she has no need to perform 
such a chore but likes to remind herself, and everyone else, how she has 
come down in the world. Perhaps the slave to whom she gives the pitcher 
of water did not know she had gone off to the spring, or is too decrepit to 
have gone in person. It may be the playwright’s excuse for getting her out of 
doors to encounter her brother. Just as plausible is that in the Greek theatre 
there were a number of “invisible” stage assistants whose job it was to bring 
on or remove props. The staging may be up to the director, but this early 
scene is like a pebble in the pond, an indicator whose ripples have rami-
fications for the rest of the play. Is Electra downtrodden, depressed, sym-
pathetic, vindictive, masochistic, obsessive, self-pitying, insane; is she mad 
or bad, downtrodden or psychotic? Her choice of language, in translation, 
will influence decisions about her state of mind and, perhaps, account for 
Orestes’ reluctance to identify himself until he is found out by the Old Man. 
For the translator, how you translate the first scene is often a guide to how 
you will have to translate the last.
Later, when the Old Man whom Vellacott found “loyal, gentle and sym-
pathetic” is rehearsing reasons why Orestes may have returned, he cites pre-
cisely the same recognition tokens as Aeschylus’ Orestes uses in Choephori 
to convince Electra he is her brother. Euripides’ Electra sneers at all of 
them, pointing out how improbable they are. Is this Euripides parodying his 
predecessor, or a symptom of the Electra who went to fetch water when she 
had no need to and prefers a different version of her avenger brother than 
someone who has sneaked across the border under cover of darkness? Can a 
translator possibly duck the responsibility of analysing this character? And, if 
the recognition-demolition is ironic and intentionally debunks the Aeschyl-
ean recognition, how much should this first encounter between brother and 
sister, where Orestes consciously avoids revealing who he is, have a similar 
ironic tone? How far do these ironic ripples reach?
Something minor, but with similar consequences, was identified by Philip 
Vellacott (Ironic Drama 217-18). In The Children of Heracles the decrepit 
Iolaus heads off into battle and comes off the sub’s bench, as it were, to 
score the winning goal. A dazed Messenger gives a graphic account of this 
miracle, to which Alcmena rejoins “thaumaste elexas” (798). “Thou speak-
est wonders,” is the response which appears in the first published transla-
tion (Potter 1781). In more recent times, equally neutral are “A remarkable 
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story” (Kovacs 1995), and “That’s miraculous news” (Davie 1996). Henry 
Taylor and Robert A. Brooks prefer the sceptical “A miracle indeed, if true” 
(2010). Vellacott, as it happens, hedged his bets with “You speak of a mir-
acle” (Orestes and Other Plays); but “Quite remarkable” (Ironic Drama). An 
accurate or sarcastic record? I must admit to having a fondness for Ralph 
Gladstone’s “Well, of all things” (1995), though whether this is appropriate 
for the vengeful Alcmena of the rest of the play is a moot point. What Susan 
Bassnett has described as the “visibility” of the translator is the issue here, 
but can that exclude decisions over which characters are cynics (25)? 
The whole issue, writ large, can be found in Euripides’ Orestes, to which 
Vellacott devoted a whole chapter in Ironic Drama, but without referring 
to what might appear the central and most ironic aspect of any surviving 
Greek tragedy. This is a play where Euripides specifically draws attention 
to the most insistent conventions of Greek tragedy, apparently to make fun 
of them—to “send them up.” The play is set in the immediate aftermath of 
the murder of Clytemnestra by Orestes, who has descended into a torment 
of self-recrimination which he attributes, not to any Furies, but to sunesis 
(396), “conscience.” Having finally got him to sleep Electra is assailed by a 
helpful Chorus:
ELECTRA:. Lord, that’s all I need!
... Here they come, these friends of mine, determined to grieve 
with me.
... Oh, no. They’re going to sing. They’ll wake him up.
... He’s only just got to sleep. A peaceful sleep at last.
... If I have to see him raving again, I’ll burst into tears.
... Women, dear women. Friends. Please. Quietly!
... No shuffling your feet. And no stamping! Shhh!
... You mean well, I do know that. Nevertheless,
... we really don’t want to wake him, do we?
CHORUS: Gently, gently does it. A quiet step is best.. . 
... Slide your foot along; no heavy tread. How’s that? 
(McDonald and Walton lines 132-141)
When she asks them to leave, they refuse. How could they leave? They are 
the Chorus And finally, checking in case he has actually died, they do wake 
him up.13 
Subsequently, Tyndareus reveals that this is an Argos with a legal system 
for dealing with the sort of case that Orestes has against his mother. In fact, 
it has already been set in train and Orestes, Pylades, and Electra are duly 
13. The translations of Orestes used here are from McDonald and Walton (2009): first perfor-
mance of this translation at The Theatre Inc, San Diego, February-March, 2010.
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convicted of murder. There are two Messengers who report respectively on 
the trial and later on what has been happening off-stage in the palace. The 
first is a casual bystander, pro-Orestes, thanks to past favors, with a biased 
account of the public hearing, which ends with him putting all the blame on 
Apollo. Hostile witnesses included Tyndareus:
... “Dangerous precedent”, and all that sort of thing, as he 
smirked 
... in the direction of the Aegisthus clique. All the same, her-
alds.
... They like to know which side their bread is buttered.
... Friends in high places. That’s what matters to a herald. 
(McDonald and Walton lines 892-895)
Orestes, Pylades, and Electra are condemned to death by stoning. Electra 
and Orestes react by following the advice of Pylades to commit another mur-
der, that of Helen, and to take her daughter, Hermione, as a hostage against 
their escape. This they do and head off into the palace.
A second Messenger arrives, over the roof, to report what is happening in-
doors. He is a terrified Trojan slave who speaks a kind of accented Greek—
“Asiadi phônai,” as he describes it (McDonald and Walton lines 1397), 
fractured, erratic, and with no parallel in our Greek drama except, perhaps, 
for the Scythian policeman in Aristophanes’ comedy Thesmophoriazousae. 
Though the Trojan’s entrance is unorthodox, his speech barely intelligible, 
the tale he tells is graphic enough:
She scream, scream loud, “ômoi moi.”
Her white arm beat chest,
Sound hard thump,
Gold sandaled feet, run hard, run fast,
She carry, carry off.
Orestes grab hair. (lines 1470)
Trip her with Mycenaean boot,
Twist head back hard,
Throat white
Want dark sword make bloody. 
(McDonald and Walton lines 1465-1474)
By the end of the play, Electra is on the roof with Pylades and Orestes who 
is holding a sword against the neck of Hermione. Down below Menelaus has 
summoned the local Argives who want to arrest the murderers and is trying 
to break down the palace door which Orestes and his gang are threatening to 
set on fire—somewhat recklessly as they are the only ones in there. 
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ORESTES: Leave those doors alone! Hey you, yes you, Me-
nelaus,
... I’m talking to you, you blustering bullyboy.
... The masonry’s nice and loose just here. Get back
... Or I’ll brain you with this piece of coping-stone. (lines 
1570)
... The doors are barred fast. You can’t get in.
... So don’t think you’re going to rescue anyone here. 
(McDonald and Walton lines 1567-1572)
Impasse! 
Enter the theos ex mêchanês on the stage crane, Apollo, accompanied by 
Helen, not dead after all, but about to be transformed, translated even, into 
a heavenly deity to minister to sailors. Orestes is to go to Athens for a prop-
er trial, prosecuted by the three Eumenides who will lose the case. Then 
he will marry Hermione whose throat he is at the moment threatening to 
cut. Apollo will sort out her current betrothal to Neoptolemus whom he will 
have murdered in Delphi. Orestes will then become King of Argos. Pylades 
will marry Electra (serve them both right) while Menelaus goes back to the 
throne of Sparta as a dowry for the wife he has lost to the sailors. Myth 
restored, job sorted in forty lines, with everyone of importance present as 
though it were a curtain-call.
I cannot pretend that this collaborative translation is not biased towards 
the ironic—an approach which has not been shared by many of those who 
have addressed the play in the past. Some have been puzzled by it, regard-
ing it as evidence of Euripides’ decadence. Humphrey Kitto found it “pure 
melodrama” (334), whereas for Vellacott it was certainly ironic, but as “[T]he 
poet’s last personal address to the Athenians.” What can at least be claimed 
for the McDonald-Walton translation is that it rules out several readings 
which no production could adequately sustain. If the reason for the choice of 
a Euripides play for production today is his apparent accord with contempo-
rary issues relating to war, gender, politics, religion, personal responsibility, 
sympathy for the oppressed, or just family matters, then it is understand-
able that a director might prefer to give free rein to a modern playwright to 
tilt or twist a Euripides’ original in a specific direction. Critical opinion has 
always been divided over the spirit in which Euripides approached plotline 
“givens” from myth. If, as I prefer to believe, his aim was to interrogate the 
circumstances in which such situations could happen, then surely so must the 
translator, and leave it to the director and actors to identify more precisely a 
physical context in which the events can reasonably take place. Part of what 
underpins this as a method is the constant reminders throughout Euripides, 
not of the poetic, but of the theatrical background, the meta-theatre. Medea 
is the best actress in Greek tragedy, the Chorus of Ion the most apprecia-
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tive of the set. The Messenger in the same play appears to give instruction 
on how to build a temporary theatre. And Pentheus in Bacchae, as we saw 
above, wonders whether his costume hangs properly after a quick change 
and whether he is using correctly his property thyrsos while Dionysus advises 
him, like a director.
An exercise like this could go on ad infinitum, with so many Euripides’ 
plays and so many translations from which to choose. Perhaps any such con-
cerns over faithfulness are redundant in an age where, it would seem, all 
productions of stage classics, including in England recently Schiller, Ibsen, 
Strindberg, and Chekhov, only appear in new “versions,” doctored to the 
scriptwriter’s whim. Film and television make faithfulness to the original 
seem even more redundant. It may be that we live in a world where the only 
way of keeping alive an awareness of an ancient culture is by distorting it al-
most out of recognition. Wouldn’t that be ironic when British potter Grayson 
Perry could suggest in one of his 2013 BBC Reith Lectures that “Detached 
irony has become the kind of default mode of our time in the art world”? It 
still would be foolish to underrate the nature of the art form of theatre which 
has survived through its ability to change, respond to, and challenge soci-
ety’s novelties. Dionysus, frequent notice of whose demise proves premature, 
has always resurfaced in some new form.14 Must not those from Aeschylus’ 
generation who found themselves living in Euripidean times have felt that 
tragedy had been similarly reduced and disparaged? What must not be lost 
is the ability of translators to read these ancient plays for their inventiveness 
in defining not only the language of ancient Athens but the even more long-
lasting language of theatre.
If the only translations to be published are those that ignore the dimension 
of performance, and the only performances are of “adaptations,” or “revised 
versions,” then the original plays of the Greek tragedians are doubly dis-
torted and doubly betrayed.
Emeritus Professor
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